The King Vulture (Sarcoramphus papa) of Central and South America is the only cathartid genus whose pterylosis has not been investigated. The purpose of this study is to point out major points of similarity and difference between the feather tracts of the King Vulture and the general pattern previously described for New World vultures. In addition, the more significant differentiating characteristics of the pterylography of each genus is summarized in tabular form.
shorter dorsally
The dorsal half and posteriorly as the superciliary tract merges with the frontal and coronal areas. of the ocular region is without bristles, but the ventral part has closely-set bristles, the longest of which are 7 mm.
The bristles of the middorsal part of the coronal tract are the most widely spaced of any on the head; in places the interval is 3 mm. and on one specimen a circular spot 1.5 cm. in diameter was nude. Laterally the bristles become shorter, and at the junction with the auricular area they are placed only 0.5 mm. apart. In the anterior and posterior thirds of the occidtal tract the snacine is the same as in the lateral parts of the coronal tract. However, a band (8 to 12 mm. wide) of closely-set (never more than 0.5 mm.) bristles which originates immediately posterior to the lower ocular apterium passes posterodorsally across the dorsal part of the auricular area and through the middle third of the occipital tract to the dorsal midline ( fig. 23 ). There it meets its counterpart from the opposite side. Almost immediately the bands separate and extend posteriorly on either side of the midline. As they proceed caudally they become narrower, and the bristles become more widely spaced. The bands end 4 cm. anterior to the ruff. Between the bands on the posterior part of the occipital tract are short, sparse bristles.
Another distinctive band (10 to 12 mm. wide) of dense covering starts below the lower ocular apterium, crosses the auricular area and the posterior end of the malar region, and touches the dorsal part of the submalar tract in which it passes anteriorly; in the anterior part of the malar tract it extends dorsally to the angle of the bill. Features of the pterylosis which differentiate the cathartids from other falconiforms are: absence of a submalar apterium, vestigial or obsolete lateral cervical apterium, wide dorsal-cervical region, presence of a ruff, continuous dorsal and pelvic regions, fused sternal, axillar and subaxillar regions, a row of large feathers in the posterior subaxillar area, a definite sternal apterium, a femoral tract consisting of 5 to 7 longitudinal rows of lanceolate feathers on the posterior margin of the thigh, 4 alular quills, absence of a patagium about the bases of the rectrices, an essentially nude oil gland and a reduced number of lower tail coverts.
Other, less important, characteristics common to the New World vultures are: feathers or bristles of the loral region and most closely set of any on the head, reduced covering in the coronal and occipital areas, presence of 12 rectrices, 12 upper tail coverts, 12 major under tail coverts, and 11 primaries (eleventh vestigial), absence of a carpal remex, and presence of a carpal covert and 10 greater upper coverts on the hand.
It is not desirable to use criteria dealing solely with a part of an organ system, as for example, feathers, to set up phylogenies or relationships. However, it is feasible to use these characters in conjunction with a number of others; thus relationships as indicated by the feather tracts may be of significance.
Reference to the table will show that the pterylosis of each genus has certain features peculiar to it. For example, the number of secondaries is different for each; Catkartes has 12 minor under tail coverts, and the sternal apterium is vestigial; Coragyps often has down on the oil gland; in Sarcoramphus the ocular apteria are not confluent, the postauricular tract is nude, and there are no feathers about the auditory meatus; in Gymmgyps the head covering is the most reduced; the ruff is downy, and long, semi-plumaceous feathers are found in the submalar tract of ~z&ur.
More important for the study of relationships are the characteristics common to two or more genera. SarcorampJzus, Gymnogyps and Vultur lack eyelashes, and the ruff is pronounced, as is the sternal apterium. In these three genera a single row of feathers is present lateral to the sternal apterium. The number of secondaries and tertiaries is greater than in Cathartes and Coragyps; fewer remiges are perhaps to be correlated with lesser weight in the Black and Turkey vultures, but it is significant that Surcoramphus, a bird of approximately one-third the weight of Gymnogyps, has only one less secondary than the California Condor.
Although Cathartes and Coragyps possess certain common characteristics such as eyelashes, feathers in the posterior part of the interramal region, 2 to 3 rows of feathers around the auditory meatus and 9 tertiaries, they differ in several respects. The postauricular tract in the Black Vulture has short, closely-set bristles as compared to feathers in the same region in the Turkey Vulture. The pelvic region is narrow in Coragyps and broad in Cathartes; the ventral cervical apterium is wide in Coragyps and narrow in Cathartes. The Turkey Vulture has 12 minor under tail coverts and 2 lesser under tail coverts; the Black Vulture shows only 6 minor under tail coverts and no lesser coverts.
In many of the ways in which the vultures differ, Coragyps shows similarity to Sarcoramphus, and especially to Vultw. On the other hand, Cathurtes possesses the following characteristics in common with Gymnogyps: heavily bristled subm&lar tract, feathered postauricular region, broad pelvic area, narrow ventral cervical apt&q one row of feathers in the abdominal region anterior to the anus, and 2 lesser under tail coverts.
